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  Planners and Planning 
Trying to Find Their 
Way in the World
Lawrence Susskind
If you were lost in the woods, what would you do? 
You would try to find your way out, of course.  You would 
need to get your bearings, figure out where you were 
headed, and navigate appropriately given the terrain in 
which you were trapped.  Some of my planning colleagues 
at the University of North Carolina appear to be lost. 
Moreover, they think the whole profession has lost its way 
– lost its professional identity, given up whatever authority
it once had, and misplaced its vision of the future.
Let’s look more closely at how and why the North 
Carolina folks are feeling so disoriented.  They seem to 
have awakened from a dream in which planners had the 
authority to tell everybody what to do, the power to impose 
their will on anyone who didn’t agree with them and a 
monopoly on good ideas.  Ah, now I see the problem.  They 
were dreaming about a place and time that never existed. 
So, of course, they are feeling out of sorts now that they 
have opened their eyes.
The primary reason that planning and planners 
exist in the 21st century is because markets of all kinds 
inevitably fail.  As any student of economics knows, 
markets and free enterprise, when left unchecked, create 
monopolies.  Those who control capital gobble up smaller 
companies in a never-ending quest to increase their return 
to capital.  And, that’s what is happening in our political 
economy. In addition, we know that markets generate 
externalities, especially as free riders try to take whatever 
advantage they can.  And, we know that free enterprise 
underinvests in or entirely ignores the need to maintain 
and provide public goods.  Furthermore, unfettered 
markets do not provide opportunities for people without 
sufficient resources – intellectual or financial capital – to 
get into the game. Markets have no inclination to correct 
these asymmetries.  Only government or civil society 
(or the two working together) can provide the regulatory 
oversight needed to constrain monopolies and police 
free riding (thereby guaranteeing the public the freedom 
of choice it wants). Only government and civil society 
working together can ensure sufficient investment in and 
management of common pool resources.  And, finally, only 
democratically-elected governments can guarantee basic 
fairness (i.e. Constitutional rights) by enforcing the rule 
of law and imposing redistributive policies. It is the job 
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pointed out policies, programs and projects that can ensure 
greater fairness while enabling groups with conflicting 
priorities a out these to reconcile their differences?; (4) 
Have we suggested ways in which new technologies, new 
institutional arrangements and changes in public policy 
can help communities come closer to realizing their goals?; 
(5) Have we successfully implemented what stakeholders
and officials were trying to accomplish?
In their new book, Practical Wisdom, Barry Schwartz 
and Ken Thorpe, point out that rules and incentives won’t 
be sufficient to achieve these goals. To get better results, 
anyone providing professional services must figure out 
what the right reasons are for doing the right things in each 
situation.  Aristotle called knowing the right thing to do 
in a specific situation, “practical wisdom”. He dubbed it 
the highest virtue.  In training professional planners we 
need to help them figure out the right things to do for the 
right reasons.  And, while moral judgments are always 
open to interpretation, it is our job to press students to be 
explicit about their ethical obligations and not just their 
technical responsibilities. As Schwartz and Thorpe point 
out, professionals engaged in every-day efforts to promote 
social, political and environmental improvements will 
have much happier lives if they can explain who they are 
trying to help and why. 
I don’t think planners are lost. I don’t think they have 
gone astray. They just need to be reminded what they are 
trying to achieve and why.  We are training implementation 
specialists committed to helping government and civil 
society improve the quality of life, particularly for those 
least able to fend for themselves, in the face of the inevitable 
failures of markets and free enterprise.
of planners and planning to help accomplish these goals. 
While government and civil society often fall victim to 
problems of their own, like corruption, they are the only 
antidote to market failure.  
Planners should be experts in building the social 
and political capital required to legitimize government 
efforts to regulate runaway markets.  One way in which 
the power of markets can be channeled productively is to 
help define and protect property rights.  They should also 
take the lead in investing in public goods and ensuring that 
basic research accumulates.  These provide a platform on 
which markets can build.  Planners need to do all these 
things in ways that emphasize transparency, accountability, 
and the overarching importance of scientific and technical 
information; otherwise, they won’t be viewed as legitimate.
So, to my North Carolina friends, wake up!  Get with 
it. Your job is to equip the next generation of planners 
to take concerted action to improve the quality of life, 
especially for those who don’t have the resources to do 
this for themselves.  You’ll have to prepare your students 
to operate on international, national and regional policy 
levels as well as at the municipal and neighborhood scale. 
To have “agency” (as you call it), your graduates will have 
to understand the dynamics of  the elaborate institutional 
web in which they must operate, either in this country or 
elsewhere.  They will need a range of tools to enable a 
full spectrum of stakeholders and decision-makers to 
reach informed agreements; and, they must be sufficiently 
humble to realize that the systems and networks they are 
tinkering with are much too complex and unpredictable to 
be modeled or manipulated with confidence.  
Many years ago, I argued that planners could 
and should establish their competitive advantage by 
emphasizing their ability to catalyze action and help 
stakeholders and government administrators get things 
done—this would make them “implementation specialists.” 
Other professions might think they know what needs to be 
done, but planners should be the ones who can actually 
make things happen. Sometimes this requires knowing 
how to design small-scale experiments, monitor the 
results, and then get the parties to agree on the continuous 
adjustments required to move forward.  Sometimes it 
might mean forging agreement about what hasn’t worked 
in the past and why.  If planners want to get better at doing 
these things, they must have confidence in their ability to 
improvise.  Are you ready to do that?  Will your curriculum 
and pedagogical strategies achieve these goals? 
What we don’t need are planners with “bold visions” 
who think their expertise entitles them to define for others 
what their lives should be like.  And, what we don’t want 
are planners who think that their grand visions are more 
valuable then the collaborative efforts that stakeholders 
can achieve on their own. Instead, our measures of success 
as a profession probably should be: (1) Have we helped 
people understand how to anticipate and respond to market 
failures?; (2) Have we created adequate ways for them to 
participate in decisions that affect their lives?; (3) Have we 
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